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hen I arrived at the hospital, I spotted my mom’s car
instantly. It was just a maroon Ford Escape, nothing
special. However, she covered and filled it with some of
the things that she loved. She had put Seahawks and
12th Man decals on the back windows. As I got closer, I spotted the
beads around the rearview mirror and stuffed animals and other
toys that she had displayed on the dash and console.
“Less is more,” I used to tell her. I didn’t realize that it was just
a visible symbol of how much joy she took from everything.
I remember when she got the car. She was so excited. She was
enthusiastic about every car she ever got for as long as I can remember, and her slightly used Ford Escape was no different.
“I found it online,” she told me on the phone. “It has very low
miles and comes with a warranty. Dave and I are driving to Eugene
to pick it up.”
“Eugene?! You couldn’t find a car in the entire state of Washington?”
“I want this one,” she said flatly. And that was that. You
couldn’t argue with her once she set her mind on something.
I remember the first time she picked me up from the Seattle
ferry in it. She was beaming as she pointed out all the features.
Many of them were features that her old Ford Explorer had had, but
I listened silently because she was so happy.
When I visited last fall, she was too sick to drive. It was weird
having my stepdad drive me to the back to the ferry after the visit.
It felt surreal. It wasn’t his car, and it felt wrong seeing him drive it,
like some dystopian dream. It was a preview of the night he took me
to the ferry after my mom passed away.
My friend, Troy, drove me to the hospital from the airport.
It was good to have some support besides my stepdad. When the
elevator opened, my stepdad was sitting in the chair across from
the elevator. He looked broken. I started to sense then just how bad
things were.
“Her organs are beginning to fail,” he said to me after a bear
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hug that lasted longer than I would normally have wanted.
I looked at him with a blank expression. I heard what he said,
but it didn’t seem possible. Ever since he first called me and told me
that I needed to get up to Washington, I didn’t believe it. I needed
to talk to a doctor myself. I had refused to believe that my mom
could die.
“Do you want me to go in with you, Gabe?” Troy asked me.
I kind of did, but I said no. I’ve never dealt well with emotions,
and it was something I preferred to do in private, whenever possible.
“No. But thank you. I’ll walk out with you to get my bag.”
On the walk back in, I passed my mom’s car again. I felt a pain
deep inside. It was like my heart suddenly vanished, leaving a hole
where it used to be.
When I got into her room, the reality finally set it. There was
my mom, still fighting. She didn’t look like herself, yet I still saw her
inside the profoundly sick woman sprawled on the bed.
I knew precisely how the conversation would go.
Hey kiddo!
“Hi Mom. I’m here.”
She nodded her head. We grasped hands and she moved her
thumb over my hand as we locked eyes. I had held her hand so many
times over my life, and even though it was now swollen due to her
kidneys failing, somehow it looked and felt like I had always known
it.
Listen, kiddo. In case I don’t make it, you need to listen to me.
Mom, don’t…
Kiddo, I’m serious. I need you to take care of yourself. You and Joe,
take care of each other. Be good to each other.
My mom always called him Joe, even though I told her that
he preferred Joseph. She had picked it up when Joseph and I were
still kids. She had always been supportive of my relationship with
Joseph, even when he and I were high school seniors. In fact, one of
my favorite pictures of me and my mom was taken by Joseph when
I was 17.
It was after an awards ceremony where I received a small
scholarship. Joseph and I were going to hangout after, but she
wanted a picture because she was so proud. I was still mostly in the
JC Penny suit that my mom had bought the previous year for my
junior homecoming.
“Here, Joe. Will you take a picture of us?” she asked, handing
him the camera.
“Sure, stand over there,” he said, directing us in front of the
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door.

Among the beeping and ticking and hissing of the large ICU
bay, I squeezed my mom’s hand.
I will, Mom. We will.
And try to get along with Dave. She loved Dave a lot. I’m guessing she figured that he would naturally try to get along with me, and
that I needed to be goaded into doing the same. She always tried to
get us to be closer.
When my mom and Dave started dating, I was difficult. I was
17 going on 18, and I genuinely wanted my mom to be happy, but I
also had my own teen desires driving me a little mad.
My mom had told me that Dave was from Ohio and that he
worked for the Navy shipyard. She showed me his picture, and I
thought he looked like a bit of a hick.
I set up a test to see how cool he’d be.
“Alright, I’ll meet him. Let’s get dinner at Hamburger Mary’s.”
Hamburger Mary’s was a gay restaurant and bar in San Diego at
the time. My mom and I had been to the restaurant together a few
times. By the time we went there with Dave, I had already sneaked
into the dance club section with some friends.
“Why there?”
“I like it,” I said. “Besides, if he’s going to be dating someone
with a gay son, I’d like to see how he reacts.”
“I’m sure he’ll be fine with it, kiddo. I told him you’re gay and
he said, ‘So, what’s wrong with that?’”
She was right, of course. She was always right. Dave ended up
being cooler with my sexuality than my father. A lot cooler.
In the ICU, I could see that she was getting tired. Her eyes
looked at me, but they seemed to be losing focus, as if she was staring through my forehead.
Try not to be sad, kiddo. When grandma died, I thought that I was
going to die. I still miss her every day. But what’s meant to be is meant to
be.
When my grandma passed away, my mom was a mess. I missed
her too, but I had to keep myself together for my mom. I ended up
taking care of all the arrangements because my mom couldn’t.
At my grandma’s funeral service, I finally lost it. Near the end,
I started sobbing uncontrollably.
“Oh, kiddo. It will be ok. Everything is going to be ok.” My
mom held me. “Grandma wouldn’t want you to be sad.” She had put
herself together to comfort me.
I don’t really remember the rest of that day. I think that we
had dinner together after the funeral. I just remember that my mom
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was worried about me as we walked out of the small church.
As I looked down at my mom in her hospital bed, I felt so sad.
It killed me to see her so sick and suffering. Her skin was becoming
yellow with jaundice. My mom had always taken so much pride in
her appearance. She was always so put together. I know she would
have hated letting herself be seen like this.
She had been miserable when her hair started to fall out from
the chemo, and she didn’t want to wear a wig. Instead, she opted for
hats, scarves, and, apparently, a hat with fake hair, which was better
in her mind than an actual wig. I never got to see her hair hat on her
head
About halfway through her first round of chemo, she called
me, excited.
“Hey kiddo!” Unless she was mad at me, this was always the
way she greeted me. “Guess what?!”
“What mom?”
“My hair is starting to grow back!”
“Really?”
“Yeah. It’s got a long way to go, and it’s not even. But that’s a
good sign, isn’t it?”
“Yes, Mom, I think it is.”
I looked out the ICU window at a hawk flying over some trees
in the distance. Maybe the world will end before she dies, I thought.
I could imagine in my head the blinding flash of a massive hydrogen
bomb ending the world before my mom left it. It would also end
her pain instantaneously instead of drawing it out like this. Not to
mention mine.
I’m so proud of you. I want you to keep doing well in school. I’ll be
at your graduation in spirit.
At that, I suddenly regretted taking such a long gap between
undergrad and grad school. I deprived her of seeing her only child
achieve this milestone.
Her eyes were closed now.
Always remember how much I love you.
“I love you, Mom.” I was trying to be strong for her, but giant
tears were breaching my eyelids.
She was asleep. I would spend the next two days keeping vigil
at her side. She never regained consciousness. She would periodically squeeze my hand as I recounted some of our favorite memories.
I’ll never know if it was because she understood me, or if it was
random hand movements.
About an hour before her last breath, she stopped squeezing
my hand. I was still holding her hand when she passed from this
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world to whatever may be next. Almost instantly, her face seemed
to transform from the pained jaundice I had come to know the past
two days to a blank, gray visage. I tried to close her mouth, but I
couldn’t easily do it, so I stopped. I didn’t want to apply too much
pressure because I didn’t want to hurt either of us.
I sat stunned as two RNs verified that she was gone. After the
hyped tension of the previous two days, I felt empty. Dead. Going
through the motions of a human that had things to do.
Later, I took the ferry to Seattle. My mom loved taking the
ferry. I’ll never forget the first time we rode from across the sound
from Bremerton together. As we rounded Bainbridge Island, she
shouted, “Look kiddo! You can see the Space Needle!”
“I see it, Mom.” I was a hard to amuse 21-year-old.
“Let’s go up to the galley deck,” she said. “We can get a hot
chocolate and look at the boats on the sound. Maybe we’ll see an
orca!”
On the way up, she noticed some gulls gliding beside the ferry.
“Look, kiddo! Look at the birds! They learned they don’t need to flap
if they stay beside the ferry.”
She took so much joy in everything. I never noticed when she
was alive. I thought she was being silly, sappy, sentimental. I also
thought that I was going to have her around for decades more, not
simply years, months, weeks, or especially days.
When I got off the ferry in Seattle the night she passed,
everything felt wrong. It didn’t seem like Seattle without her, even
though we hadn’t been into the city together in years.
Still, Seattle would always be her city even though she was
raised in San Diego. She loved the Pike Place Market and the Seahawks. She loved the old brick buildings and the soaring, shiny
skyscrapers. She loved the weird ballpark with a rolling roof and the
antique monorail that only went one place. What was the point of it
all without the joy it brought her?
My mom called me when she checked into the hospital a week
before she died.
“I’ll be ok, kiddo,” she told me. “I will talk to you tomorrow.”
She lied.
“I’ll talk to you soon,” I said. I also lied. I wouldn’t say anything
to her until she was on death’s door when I arrived at the hospital
two days before the end.
My mom didn’t get to speak real last words to me. She didn’t
have to. In spite of what an absolute shit I could be, I think that she
and I were about as close as a mother and child could be. I knew
what she would have said if she hadn’t had a ventilator tube in her
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throat when I arrived. I knew what was conveyed when she nodded
as I said, “Mom, I’m here.” I knew what she would have said as she
rubbed her thumb across my hand. I knew the last most important
things she would have conveyed as her eyes lost focus and she drifted into sleep. It is both a comfort and a curse to know all this.
Is life a precious gift, or a long and cruel torture on the way to
oblivion? I definitely feel called by the siren song of the futility of it
all. I resist the urge to steer my ship to the rocks because it would
betray the last words my mom said to me. But goddamn, what the
actual fuck?

139

My Mom’s Last Words

Gabe Garcia
UWT—Art, Media, and Culture
Nonprofit Management (Minor)
Alumnus
Gabe Garcia is currently a graduate student at San Diego State
University, where he also works as a TA for a Religious Studies
class and a tutor in the Writing Center. He also writes grants
for a local nonprofit theatre.

140

